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Notes on South African marine Mollusca 

by 

A. C. VAN BRUGGEN 

(Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historic, Leiden) 

3. Some remarks on species of Sunetta and Donax *) 

In the course of my studies on South African Mollusca I met with 
the following interesting problem concerning the venerid bivalve 
Sunetta ovalis. 

The name Sunetta ovalis (Sowerby, 1892), for a long time applied 
to a well-known recent species from the coasts of South Africa, 
proves to be preoccupied by Sunetta ovalis Martin, 1880. The last 
mentioned species was described originally from Miocene layers in 
West Java. 

Through the courtesy of Dr. A. Brouwer I got the opportunity 
to examine Martin’s type specimens, preserved in the Geological 

*) No. 1, vide Basteria, vol. 16, p. 6; no. 2, vide Basteria, vol. 16, p. 10. 
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Fig. 1. Sunetta oval is Martin; a, b, c: cotypes, Upper Miocene, West Java, 
locality K, leg. F. JUNGHUHN; d, e, f: recent specimens from the coast of 
South Africa. 


Institute at Leiden. After a careful examination of specimens of 
both the recent and the fossil species of Sunetta I arrived at the 
conclusion that these two are identical. The fossil specimens differ 
from the recent ones by being slightly thicker and more convex 
only. The comparison of shells belonging to the genus Sunetta is 
rather difficult because the general shape of the specimens changes 
owing to allometric growth. I discussed this interesting problem 
with Dr. C. O. VAN Regteren Altena, who agreed fully with my 
opinion. 
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Figures la, b, c show three of Martin’s cotypes 2 ), Upper Mio¬ 
cene, West Java, hill-country in the North of Sindangbaran, cross¬ 
ed by the rivers Tji Sadea and confluents, Tji Kadu and Tji Badak 
(locality K), leg. F. Junghuhn, Geological Institute Reg. no. 6546. 
The other figures (figs ld-f) represent recent shells from various lo¬ 
calities along the coast of South Africa from the collections of the 
Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historic, Leiden, of the Zoologisch 
Museum, Amsterdam, and of the author. The shape of the shells 
varies a little, but there can be no doubt that they belong to one 
species. s ) 

The fact that a species occurs in recent state along the coasts of 
South Africa and in fossil state in Neogene layers of the island of 
Java only is striking. Sunetta ovalis occurs also in the Lower Plio¬ 
cene of Java (cf. Koolhoven, 1933); it has, however, never been 
mentioned as Recent from the seas of South Eastern Asia. 4 ) The mol- 
luscan fauna from these seas is sufficiently known and has been 
studied for many years in the Dutch musea; so it is rather unlikely 
that a venerid, living near the coast, could have been overlooked. 
Presumably Sunetta ovalis Martin was widespread through the basin 
of the Indian Ocean in earlier days and has survived in South Africa 
only. The slight differences mentioned above might prove to be of 
subspecifical value, when large series become available for examina¬ 
tion. 

Furthermore the present is one of the exceptional cases of one 
species being twice described by two different authors under the 
same name. 5 ) 

*) The other type specimens are shells not developed from the matrix, or 
fragments. 

3 ) Dr. VAN REGTEREN ALTENA suggested that in this case two se¬ 
parate species could possibly have acquired identical shells through con- 
vergency. The difference between these two species should be anatomical or 
ecological. It is, of course, impossible to check this hypothesis, as the anatomy 
of fossil species can not be studied., 

4 ) This case is not so exceptional as it seems to be. Some species of 
Dentalium (Scaphopoda) described from the Tertiaries of Europe occur in 
Recent state in the Indian Ocean (BOISSEVAIN, M., 1906. The Scaphopoda 
of the Siboga Expedition, Sib. Exp., Mon. LIV, livr. 32). Some corals from 
the East Indian seas have ”a very close resemblance to species, described by 
SEGUENZA, from the Sicilian and Calabrian Tertiary rocks, and may perhaps 
prove to be identical with them.” (ALCOCK, A., 1902. Report on the deep- 
sea Madreporaria of the Siboga Expedition, Sib. Exp., Mon. XYL livr .7). 

5 ) This occurred recently also with an African land mollusc: Pauxulus 
agulhasensis Pilsbry (Nautilus, vol 63, no. 3, p. 102, January, 1952) = 
Pauxulus capensis (Kiister) var. agulhasensis Barnard (Journ. of Conch., 
vol. 23, no. 8, p. 260, February, 1952). The type locality for the two nominal 
forms was the same! 
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The correct name of this South African bivalve consequently is: 
Sunetta ovalis Martin, 1880. Synonyms are: Meroe ovalis Sowerby, 
1892; Sunettina sunettina Jousseaume, 1891. ®) 

The second case that I want to discuss concerns a species of the 
genus Donax. In most of the modern literature (e.g., Turton, 1932, 
Barnard, 1951) and in some of the older works on South African 
Mollusca we find the name Donax exaratus F. Krauss, 1848. This 
peculiar species, however, was described already in 1828 by W. 
Wood under the name Donax madagascariensis. Sowerby (1866) 
was the first to point out this synonymy 7 ), but afterwards it seems 
to have been forgotten. 

Another synonym for D. madagascariensis is D. keyii A. Adams, 
1854. This name was recognized as a synonym e.g. by Reeve (1854), 
Sowerby (1866), and Romer (1869). The situation was not quite 
clear to the last mentioned author, because he distinguished two 
different species, viz. D. exaratus Krauss and D. madagascariensis 
Wood; but when accurately comparing the two descriptions (Romer 
loc. cit. p. 64 and p. 71) one can not find any evident difference 
between them. BARTSCH (1915) too was not certain about the status 
of the species and he placed the two last mentioned names in his 
list of species dubiae. 8 ) 


LITERATURE 

Adams, A., 1854. A monograph of Cerithidea, a genus of Mollusca, 
with descriptions of several new species, from the collection of 
Hugh Cuming, Esq.:' to which are added, descriptions of two 
new species of Colina and one of Donax. Proc. Zool. Soc. Lon¬ 
don, Part. XXII, 1854. 

Altena, C. O. van Regteren & C. Beets, 1945. Eine neogene Mol- 
luskenfauna vom Tji Gugur (Priangan), W. Java. Gedenkboek 
Tesch, Verh. Geol. Mijnbk. Gen., Geol. Ser., vol. XIV. 

Barnard, K. H., 1951. A beginner’s guide to South African shells. 
Capetown. 


«) Vide FISCHER-PIETTE et FISCHER (1939). According to LAMY 
(1931) Jousseaume’s species is stated to be abundant at Aden.. This might 
refer to an incorrect locality or to an other species. 

7 ) Thesaurus vol. Ill, Plates, Donax Plate I, fig. 16. 

8 ) Cf. VAN BRUGGEN, 1952, p. 12, note 1. 



Van Bruggen: South-African marine Mollusea 


53 


Bartsch, P., 1915. Report on the Turton Colleaion of South Afri¬ 
can marine mollusks, with additional notes on other South 
African shells, contained in the United States National Mu¬ 
seum. Bull. 91, U. S. Nat. Mus. 

Bruggen, A. C. van, 1952. Notes on South African marine Mol¬ 
luscs, 2. A collection from Jeffrey’s Bay. Basteria, vol. 16, no. 
1 - 2 . 

Fischer-Piette, E. & P. H. Fischer, 1939. Revision des especes 
vivantes de Sunetta du Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle. 
Journ. de Conch., vol. 83 [= (4) vol. 37]. 

Koolhoven, W. C. B., 1933. Geologische kaart van Java, Toelich- 
ting bij Blad 14 (Bajah). Batavia, Bandoeng. 

Krauss, F., 1848. Die Siidafrikanischen Mollusken. Stuttgart. 

Lamy, E., 1931. Voyage de M. P. Lesne dans l’Afrique du Sud, 1928- 
1929. Mollusques marins. Bull. Mus. Nat. Hist. Nat. Paris, 
(2) vol. III. 

Martin, K., 1880. Die Tertiarschichten auf Java, nach den Ent- 
deckungen von F. Junghuhn. Leiden. 

—, 1895. Neues iiber das Tertiar von Java und die mesozoischen 
Schichten von West-Borneo. Samml. Geol. Reichsmus. Leiden, 
(1) vol. V. 

—, 1919. Unsere Palaeozoologische Kenntnis von Java. Leiden. 

Oostingh, C. H., 1938. Mollusken als gidsfossielen voor het Neo- 
geen in Nederlandsch-Indie. Hand. 8ste Ned. Ind. Natuurw. 
Congr. Soerabaja. 

Reeve, L. A., 1854. Conchologia Iconics, vol. VIII (Donax Plate 
VIII). London. 

Romer, E., 1869. Die Familie der Dreiecks- oder Stumpfmuscheln, 
Donacidae. Syst. Conch. Cab. v. Martini u. Chemnitz, (N. S.) 
vol. X, part 3. Niirnberg. 

Sowerby, G. B., 1866. Thesaurus conchyliorum or monographs of 
genera of shells, vol. III. London. 

—. 1892. Marine shells of South Africa. London. 

Turton, W. H., 1932. The marine shells of Port Alfred, South Afri¬ 
ca. London. 

Vlerk, I. M. VAN DER, 1931. Caenozoic Amphineura, Gastropoda, 
Lamellibranchiata, Scaphopoda. Leidsche Geol. Mededeel., vol. 
V (Feestbundel K. Martin). 

Wood, W., 1828. Index testaceologicus or a catalogue of shells, Brit¬ 
ish and foreign, arranged according to the Linnean system, 2nd 
ed. London. 



